How Employment Constraints Affect Low-Income Working Parents' Child Care Decisions by Ajay Chaudry et al.
How Employment Constraints Affect 
Low-Income Working Parents’  
Child Care Decisions
Ajay Chaudry, Juan Pedroza, and Heather Sandstrom
Brief 23, February 2012
Urban InstItUte
Child care decisions are complex and multifac-
eted for low-income parents because they often 
must incorporate multiple employment-related 
factors into their decisions. These decisions are 
often paired, either simultaneous or sequential, 
whereby families make child care decisions that fit 
within the realities of their employment contexts. 
These realities include generally low earnings, 
workplace inflexibility and limited paid time off, 
and high job instability. In addition, low-wage 
jobs are disproportionately more likely to have 
nontraditional and irregular work schedules as 
well as inflexible work policies. These employ-
ment realities further complicate the limited care 
options parents face due to supply, information, 
and cost constraints. The low wage levels of most 
low-skilled jobs limit the care options that parents 
working these jobs can afford. The available supply 
of some types of care options is often very limited 
in low-income communities. In addition, parents 
often have to make child care decisions with lim-
ited information about available options or the 
actual quality of care options. Many times, they do 
so with little time to find and arrange care.1
In this brief, we draw from a larger study on 
child care choices to describe how low-income 
parents’ employment experiences shape their 
child care decisions. The brief summarizes and 
builds on findings from a larger research report 
that discusses how low-income working families 
in two study sites make child care decisions, and 
how these families’ decisions are shaped or lim-
ited by key contextual factors. After we describe 
the research methods and sample in the two 
study sites, we present summary findings regard-
ing the employment contexts of participating 
parents and the challenges that their employment 
posed for making child care choices. Then, we 
explore some potential policy implications. By 
identifying how work constraints interact with 
the complexities of child care, we provide a basis 
that can help researchers and policymakers iden-
tify policy changes that may improve the child 
care choices available to low-income working 
families.
Family Study
For the Child Care Choices study, we collected in-
depth qualitative data from low-income working 
families in two low-income communities, in Prov- 
idence, Rhode Island, and Seattle-White Center, 
Washington. The study included two rounds of 
interviews with 86 parents of young children  
(43 in Providence and 43 in Seattle) approximately 
one year apart. See box 1 for a description of how 
the sample was constructed and table 1 for sample 
characteristics.
We conducted initial interviews during fall 
and winter 2008–09 and follow-up interviews in 
fall and winter 2009–10.
Findings
Parents’ Employment Characteristics
Parents’ jobs across both sites broadly reflected 
those typically found in low-wage labor markets. 
Overall, parents worked an average of 33 hours 
a week. Thus, the average working parent across 
the two sites was working just less than full-time, 
making a little less than $400 a week, and liv-
ing at or near the poverty level. Many worked 
in administrative and paraprofessional service 
positions in the education, health, and social 
service sectors. Some were nursing assistants in 
health centers, teacher’s aides in schools, and staff 
at WIC clinics. Some parents provided services, 
ranging from cleaning services, hairdressing, and 
Of the 9.7 million 
uninsured parents 
in the United States, 
as many as 3.5 mil-
lion living below 
the     federal poverty 
level could read-
ily be made eligible 
for Medicaid under 
 current law.
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little lower. In both sites, most parents worked full 
time, though nearly a third in Seattle worked part-
time hours while only a seventh in Providence did. 
very few worked multiple jobs concurrently.
Employer benefits. Most parents had no 
paid time off, vacation time, or sick leave. Only 
37 of the 86 parents (43 percent) were in jobs 
that had some paid time off in the form of sick 
leave and/or vacation time, which ranged from 
landscaping. Others were doing factory work, 
retail work, and office or sales work for large 
companies and small businesses. A few were 
self-employed.
Wage levels and incomes. Parents’ wage 
levels and incomes were similar across both sites 
(table 2). In both Providence and Seattle, respon-
dents’ average hourly wage was between $11 and 
$12 an hour, and the median wage level was a 
We selected sites with socioeconomic and demographic profiles that would allow us to examine the child 
care choices of low-income families and immigrants. When making our site selection, we looked to the 
annie e. Casey Foundation’s Making Connections initiative, a community improvement program in 10 low-
income urban communities across the United states. among the 10 communities, those in Providence and 
seattle-White Center were best suited for our study because both sites had a high concentration of low-
income households and immigrant populations.
to be included in the study, families had to have a household income of less than 250 percent of the 
federal poverty level, work or attend training at least 20 hours a week, and have a child under age 5 in 
nonparental child care at the time of recruitment. We were particularly interested in targeting three spe-
cific subpopulations: immigrant parents, parents with limited english proficiency, and families that had 
children with special needs. these subpopulations often face additional challenges arranging child care, 
so we purposely recruited more families with these characteristics,
We recruited the 86 participants in several ways. First, we recruited from the pool of respondents to a 
household survey previously conducted for the Making Connections initiative, and recruited 19 eligible 
families who expressed interest in participating. second, we recruited 41 families with the assistance of 
local Making Connections partner organizations and other key community-based organizations. Lastly, we 
worked with local programs and participating families to recruit additional families and distributed recruit-
ment fliers with a toll-free phone number for eligible families to call if interested in participating. these 
efforts resulted in 26 additional families.
the in-depth, semistructured, qualitative interviews were approximately 90 minutes long. We gathered 
information on family background and characteristics, employment, and child care arrangements and 
preferences. We analyzed the data from the parent interviews to identify key themes discussed by respon-
dents across the two study sites.
Table 1.  Characteristics of the Family Study Sample  
at Initial Interview
Respondent or child characteristic n %
Focal child age (years)
  < 1 14 16
 1 26 30
 2 18 21
 3 18 21
 4 10 12
Single-parent household 41 48
Extended household 23 27
Foreign-born 52 60
Limited English proficient 40 47
Latino 49 57
Had special-needs child 23 27
Child care subsidy recipient 33 38
BOX 1. Study Sites and Sample
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Employment Challenges and Constraints
Parents had limited employment opportuni-
ties, took any available work they could find, 
and prioritized holding on to their jobs. 
Respondents discussed the general scarcity of 
jobs, which they said had significantly worsened 
with the widespread job loss and insecurity asso-
ciated with the great Recession. This led many 
to enter and remain in less desirable positions, 
fully aware of the lack of better alternatives. 
natalie, a mother in Providence, worked in 
customer service for a bank, and suggested that 
“people complain about their jobs, but they don’t 
leave because they know if they go out there, they 
don’t find nothing.” Many respondents relayed 
that they—or close family and friends—had 
difficulties trying to find work. This difficulty 
often motivated parents to do what they could 
to keep their current employment, and they were 
willing to make other aspects of their lives, like 
child care, fit around their work needs. Boupha, 
a mother living in Seattle, was one of several par-
ents who admitted she would like to change jobs 
but could not, because there were no available 
job opportunities: “Right now I have no choice, 
so I have to stick in my job.”
Lack of steady work meant parental 
employment and income was unstable. Some 
parents could not rely on steady, predictable 
wages, which worsened for many as the economic 
downturn deepened. Maricela, a Mexican mother 
and hairstylist at a salon in Seattle, worked vari-
able hours and was paid based on the number of 
clients she served. She wanted a steadier job and 
considered adding part-time work in the evenings 
at a fast-food restaurant. She reasoned, “I need 
three personal days to three full weeks of flex-
ible time for vacation, illness, or caring for a sick 
child. More parents in Providence than Seattle 
worked jobs with some paid time off. Working 
parents with no vacation time or sick leave had 
the least flexibility to balance their child care and 
family needs with their work demands.
Only 24 parents (28 percent) received 
any other type of employer benefit besides 
paid time off. In most cases, benefits included 
health care coverage or, less commonly, some 
retirement benefit like a 401(k) plan, life insur-
ance coverage, or some other employment 
benefit. Among those who received health 
care coverage under an employer’s plan, most 
only received coverage for themselves since 
their children were often covered through the 
state child health insurance program. In a few 
cases, parents received family coverage from an 
employer. Approximately a dozen parents said 
they declined employer health coverage because 
their share of the cost of the coverage was so 
high, in some cases as much as 40 percent of 
their take-home pay.
Work schedules, nonstandard and shift-
ing hours. Only 34 (40 percent) of parents 
worked regularly within the range of a standard 
work week, which we defined as weekdays 
between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. Fifty-two partici-
pants (60 percent) worked at least some non-
standard hours regularly, including 20 during 
evenings or nights, 16 on weekends, and 23 with 
variable shifts that regularly included weekends, 
evenings, and/or nights. Parents’ jobs were also 
very inflexible in terms of scheduling and time 
off, especially for parents working nonstandard 
or changing work schedules.
Parental employment characteristics
Median hourly wage $10.50
Average hourly wage $11.50
Average total weekly work hours 33
Worked multiple jobs 7%
Worked part-time (less than 30 hours a week) 23%
Worked standard hours (within M–F 8am–6pm) 40%
Worked nonstandard hours 60%
Worked evenings/nights regularly 23%
Worked weekends regularly 19%
Worked variable/changing shifts 23%
Any paid time off (vacation and/or sick leave) 43%
Any employment benefits (health insurance, 401k) 28%
Table 2.  Employment Characteristics of the Study Sample  
at Initial Interview
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First of all we don’t have a cell phone. That’s 
just not something we can afford right now, 
so if I think the buses are running late, I’ll 
try to call in from the airport [near the bus 
stop] and say, “You guys, I’m running ten 
minutes late. Please work with me.” There 
was one time when the bus broke down and 
I was twenty minutes late and I got written 
up. . . . maybe once or twice a month some-
thing really bad will come up with the bus.
Job and Employer Inflexibility
Parents commonly experienced very inflexible 
scheduling and time off policies at the work-
place. Parents were often unable to miss a shift or 
leave work in the middle of their shifts without 
losing pay or even their employment. Their jobs 
tended to have strict shift start times, and even 
tardiness had serious consequences. Parents who 
had paid time off often mentioned that it was 
tightly controlled or discouraged. nonstandard 
schedules and regularly shifting schedules com-
pounded the difficulties.
a job that, although it pays me little, it will be 
dependable.” Similarly, Serafina worked at a fish-
processing factory and often went without work 
and pay in the off seasons: “Last week I picked 
up a check of $98 because there was nothing. 
Those two weeks I worked no more than two 
days.” The lack of steady work and fluctuat-
ing wages prevented parents from seeking care 
arrangements with predictable schedules and 
made it difficult for parents to plan ahead for 
child care needs.
Transportation challenges between home, 
work, and child care added to the constraints 
for some families. Several parents discussed their 
daily struggles getting to and from work and 
child care locations. Many families lacked access 
to a personal vehicle, relied on public transporta-
tion, or had long and complicated commutes. 
grace, a mother in Seattle who was working at 
a food bank, explained that she had to call into 
work if she was going to be late for any reason, 
including transportation issues; this, too, was dif-
ficult for her:
Natalie’s Family Struggles to Maintain Work and Child Care
natalie and nelson are a two-parent family with three children. their youngest child, norberto, was 6 months 
old when we first met the family and had serious speech complications along with developmental delays. 
natalie worked as a customer service representative at the nearby branch of a large commercial bank, a job 
she had applied for online, which she referred to as her ladder (“fue como mi escalera”). she earned over 
$12 an hour. natalie worked 40 hours a week, including work on saturdays; while her schedule did not allow 
her to spend much time with her children, she was glad to have a good job opportunity. she used to have 
more unstable, often temporary work in a cosmetics factory and in a hotel for less money and with no health 
or retirement benefits. she liked her job at the bank because it was easy to get along with her coworkers, 
there was a professional work atmosphere, and the employer offered good benefits, which included a 401(k) 
plan and blue Cross/blue shield medical insurance for her and her children. she also received paid time off 
and paid sick days, which she used to meet norberto’s special health needs. after using all her paid time off, 
natalie had to use unplanned medical leave and did not get paid for the time.
One year later, natalie was no longer working at the bank and had been looking for a job for several 
months. she said that she had had to stop working six months earlier because “my little one is sick.” 
because of norberto’s many doctor appointments and visits, natalie had to miss an average of 12 hours a 
week of work. at first, her pay went down because she was not paid for the hours she had to miss. she 
finally left her job because of the “pressure” of the situation with her boss. she was trying to keep her job 
while still going to the doctor visits and appointments, and her boss would regularly threaten to fire her for 
missing work. she said it was a “very stressful” time. the stress gave her severe migraines, which she 
attributed to multiple sources, including concerns about her child’s health, her employment issues, the 
family’s economic situation and not being able to pay bills, and “needing to depend on my husband’s earn-
ings [only] and I don’t like it.”
because of nelson’s work, it was even harder for him to help better coordinate work, child care, and their 
child’s health needs. He worked the night shift 45 minutes away, and his job had fewer benefits and no 
flexibility. nelson usually slept during the day and could not pick up the children.
In the end, with natalie’s income reduced, the cost of the family child care provider they were using was 
too great relative to what natalie was earning. It was the best decision for the family for natalie to stop 
working and stay home rather than work limited hours and pay for child care.
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Work and Child Care Fit
Parents struck a delicate balance between the 
work constraints described above and the child 
care options at their disposal. Parents did their 
best to pair their care and work schedules. 
Frequently, however, families only considered 
and sought care options within the constraints 
imposed by their work obligations; they rarely 
had the luxury of choosing a job or negotiating 
their work conditions to accommodate a care 
arrangement. Once parents managed to match 
their work and child care schedules, the fit could 
still fall apart. When employment and child care 
arrangements shifted or conflicted with each 
other, parents sometimes had to adjust or change 
care arrangements quickly. Other parents did 
not have multiple child care providers or backup 
options and could not make it to work if their 
schedules changed. The stability of their arrange-
ments could break down due to changes in work, 
child care, or other family obligations.
Most often, parents prioritized work 
requirements and fit their child care around 
job constraints. given many parents’ difficul-
ties finding and keeping jobs, they selected child 
care arrangements from more limited options 
that would work within employment circum-
stances. Honor succinctly stated the case: “Most 
of the time, you have to choose your child care 
to fit your work, ’cause if not . . . [then] I don’t 
think you would have a job.” Some families 
compromised substantially on their choice of 
care. Frances, a single mother from Seattle, began 
working a 12 p.m. to 8 p.m. shift after losing 
her daytime schedule. The auto sales company 
where she worked gave Frances only a week’s 
notice. Consequently, she was forced to with-
draw her daughter Fiona from her child care 
center because it was not open that late. Frances 
viewed the center’s hours as unrealistic: “I don’t 
like their hours. nobody has a typical 9-to-5 
job. . . . Centers should be open until 8 p.m.” 
Although Frances preferred center care, it was 
impossible to find a center that would accommo-
date her new schedule, so she ended up moving 
Fiona to her sister’s care.
While most parents made child care deci-
sions that fit with their work schedules, a few 
arranged their work around child care. gail, 
who was participating in a Seattle WorkFirst job 
search program, said it was difficult for her to 
find work that would fit with the child care she 
preferred. A single mother of four, gail had only 
found positions with schedules that conflicted 
with her preference for center-based care, and so 
had yet to accept one. gail explained, “It would 
Workplace inflexibility was sometimes 
associated with specific types of work as well 
as employer practices. For some parents, the 
kind of work they did was inherently limit-
ing. In services like hairdressing or working 
in a fish factory, the work depended on client 
demand or was traditionally organized in a way 
that limited the employees’ flexibility. In other 
cases, employers’ inflexibility and insensitivity 
to child care and family demands created chal-
lenges. As parents described it, supervisors would 
begrudge workers’ requests for time off despite 
formal work flexibility and leave policies. Such 
employer practices increased stress for parents 
and led to greater anxiety about employment 
stability. As a result, parents sometimes lost their 
jobs or quit because of the pressures of constant 
work inflexibility.
Job inflexibility and lack of benefits made 
it hard for parents to address child care needs. 
Many parents worked in jobs with inflexible 
scheduling and no paid time off. Such constraints 
made balancing work and family life, particularly 
child care, more difficult. The inflexibility of 
some jobs prevented parents from taking time 
off for family emergencies or to provide care for 
a sick child. Amparo, a single mother living in 
Seattle, worked for a national retail chain. She 
explained that if she had to take time off because 
her children were sick, it affected her job. Her 
biggest complaint was how her employer handled 
leave policies:
Well, sometimes they want you to come 
in even though you’re really sick . . . and 
[leaving work early is] a big problem with 
them. . . . I’m like, if you need to go, you 
need to go, right? They’re like, “Oh, you 
have to wait until somebody else gets here.” 
I’m like, “My son can’t wait. What if he dies 
right now and then you guys are gonna be 
responsible for it? You want that to happen 
to you guys?” They don’t care.
After Amparo had taken time off to care for her 
sick son, her employer cut her work hours. She 
said she thought it was a combination of the 
economy and her taking time off. Amparo felt 
her employer cutting her hours was an effort to 
control her by keeping her on her toes. Parents 
like Amparo rarely feel secure in their jobs or 
feel that it would be okay for them to respond 
to their child’s care needs or a family emergency 
without jeopardizing their employment. Many 
parents across the two sites said that they knew 
that at some point they would not be able to con-
tinue their jobs due to strict schedules and their 
employers’ inflexibility.
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working as an insurance agent about four months 
before our first interview, after previously piecing 
together multiple part-time jobs to earn enough 
to support her family. Hazel’s schedule varied 
regularly, and having an understanding child care 
provider was central to Hazel’s decisionmaking:
I like that she understands my schedule. And 
that’s the problem—it’s hard to find a good 
child care provider that understands the situ-
ation. Like me, I don’t have a legitimate 9 to 
5. My schedule can change anytime. Having 
child care providers or day care centers that 
only open in the daytime whereas for the 
people that work at night or like a job like 
mine that my hours vary [does not work 
well]. I have to find someone that’s gonna be 
flexible, that’s gonna understand my sched-
ule, that’s gonna work with me.
Making child care and work schedules fit 
was a common challenge. Since parents had less 
control over their work schedule, they sought 
be nice if [the centers] were open a little later, 
because it’s really hard to find a day job within 
that time frame.”
Working parents with nonstandard sched-
ules or varying shifts face especially challenging 
circumstances when trying to balance work and 
child care. Some families working nonstandard 
hours had some flexibility in the care available 
to them or did their best to work around their 
work schedule constraints. Despite changing 
hours, Frances said she was only able to keep 
her job because her sister was extremely flex-
ible as a provider, even at night. If not for her 
sister, Frances would not have been able to find 
a provider that could accommodate her work 
schedule, and was not sure what she would  
have done.
Many parents sought greater flexibility in 
their child care arrangements. given their work 
constraints and inflexible work situations, parents 
often sought flexible child care providers. Hazel, 
a single mother of five in Providence, began 
Inflexible Work Frays María’s Work and Child Care Balance
María left the Dominican republic at 27, leaving behind an abusive ex-husband and a well-paying office 
job. When we met her, she was a single mother living in Providence with her son Martín. she had trouble 
finding stable work or work that fit her skills, and the transition to temporary factory work was particularly 
difficult:
Over there I have my career. I have a good income there, more or less, and I’d be with my two 
kids. I wouldn’t have to ask for my daughter [to come to the U.s.]. Here I don’t earn a good 
income, I work standing up, under pressure. . . . Just imagine that I was used to working in an 
office, in front of a computer, in an air-conditioned office, . . . and then I came here where I have 
to be subjected to this and under the direction of people who you know are less educated than 
you are.
she worked for a temporary staffing agency, receiving $7.40 an hour for sporadic work hours and no 
benefits. One factory where María was placed was very inflexible: the bosses would take her “off the 
floor” for two weeks as punishment if she missed a shift because Martín was sick, and they would limit 
her work hours to a day or two when they called her back: “You pray to God that your kids don’t get sick, 
that you don’t get sick, so that you don’t have to miss work.” there was no flexibility for leaving work early 
for an emergency either, and they could not take breaks during shifts without harassment.
there was no flexibility even to go to the bathroom. You can’t go to the bathroom more than 
twice a day. and they yell at you, “Where were you?!” “Move it!”—it’s incredible. and they 
watch you when you go to the bathroom and they follow you to the bathroom. [they say] “Move 
it! Move it! are you tired? You can’t be tired here!”
If she arrived late, she faced strict consequences: “they deduct my pay and eat me alive.”
María soon lost her job and did not regain job and child care stability for another nine months. eventually, 
she successfully enrolled Martín in an afternoon Head start program after she advocated for him by visiting 
multiple providers and organizations in the community. by then, she had also enrolled Martín in a subsi-
dized center-based care in the morning, which took care of his transportation between the center and the 
Head start program. María said this latest mix of arrangements provided much-needed stability for the 
family. Plus, it covered her full-time working hours, once she found work again through another temporary 
staffing agency at another factory. she found this work environment better than the last one, though it still 
had low pay and limited flexibility.
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you know what? Leave it in god’s hands, but 
I can’t stay in a place where they’re not going 
to understand that I have a child that’s sick.
It was a risky decision at the time for Udele. 
She was pregnant with her younger child, and 
she accepted lower pay at a temporary position. 
However, despite the lost income, it was impor-
tant to Udele that her employer understood her 
parental responsibilities.
Conclusions and Implications
Families’ child care decisions are very strongly 
shaped by parental employment contexts and 
particularly the constraints they impose on care 
choices. Most parents considered their work 
constraints fixed, and because they prioritized 
keeping their jobs, they sought to make child care 
fit around these constraints. Parents who worked 
nonstandard schedules or had inflexible work 
situations faced significant barriers and ongoing 
challenges arranging child care. Fewer of these 
families were able to use their preferred child care 
arrangement. Limited child care options coupled 
with the challenges of balancing care and work 
over time often resulted in frayed and unstable 
work and care arrangements.
Most low-income working families are not 
able to access quality early care and education 
opportunities because of broad contextual con-
straints that include parental employment. In 
other words, while the availability and affordabil-
ity of care options also significantly constrained 
parents’ options, for many parents, work sched-
ules and workplace inflexibility further limited 
their options and prevented them from accessing 
some available options. The findings summarized 
here provide insights into how these barriers 
operate. The findings also suggest policy strate-
gies that might help parents better manage their 
roles as parents and workers, as well as improve 
children’s access to early childhood development 
opportunities.
Expand the supply of publicly funded 
early childhood care and education programs 
in low-income communities, and make these 
options consistent with parents’ employment 
contexts. This study and others document the 
parents’ challenges securing early learning and 
development opportunities for their children. 
Federal, state, local, and community lead-
ers should evaluate and respond to early care 
and education needs by significantly increas-
ing resources and strategically integrating these 
resources to provide a stronger continuum of 
child care opportunities from birth to age 5 
and relied upon the flexibility of care providers. 
Flexible child care drop-off and pick-up times 
allowed parents to make their child care decisions 
around their work needs. As a result, many par-
ents used relatives and family child care providers 
to accommodate less flexible work environments. 
vega’s children were cared for by a family child 
care provider who was also a family member, 
because “If you have relatives, they give you a 
little bit of hours if you have some hard time, or 
if you don’t have a car or something like that, 
they might wait for you.” vega contrasted this 
arrangement with other child care providers that 
charged a fee when the parent was late.
The fragile fit between work and child 
care often falls apart. Many parents discussed 
having to rearrange their child care to fit chang-
ing work contexts in order to keep their jobs. 
Even when parents could find an initial fit, it was 
hard to maintain a balance when work or child 
care changed or became inflexible. For example, 
Fern and Fred, two parents in a Seattle family, 
were working and both enrolled in a vocational 
training program in an effort to seek better job 
opportunities. The only arrangement they could 
find to fit their early morning training schedule 
was with a family child care provider, who was 
inconveniently located 30 minutes in the oppo-
site direction from their training program. Two 
months into this arrangement, the family child 
care provider changed her operating hours and 
told them that she could no longer accommodate 
their early morning needs. The training program 
administrators were unsympathetic: “Oh well—
guess you’re not going to school.” Fred explained 
they had already taken loans and paid their full 
tuition for the program, and that was all the 
school cared about. Fern and Fred decided they 
needed to change care arrangements once more.
When the balance between work and care 
broke down, many said they had no choice but 
to quit or be fired. For example, nina quit a 
previous job because she could not be available 
whenever her boss wanted her to work: “If I did 
not have a child, I could be here 100 percent of 
the time that you want, but I have a child and I 
have a family.”
Udele, a single mother in Providence, 
decided to quit a previous job after her older son 
became ill and was in the hospital:
I was out without pay, because they don’t 
give sick time and things like that, and I 
didn’t have any help, and they were call-
ing me at the hospital to come into work, 
“Leave your son there, come into work, we 
need you.” So I just said, “It’s not working 
out. . . .” I took a temporary job . . . I said 
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their hours in the mornings and early evenings 
to accommodate more families’ work schedules. 
Much greater integration of early childhood 
resources from Head Start, state prekindergarten, 
and child care subsidies can help promote more 
seamless full-day program options for children 
age 3 and 4.
Several other policies could improve work-
family balance among low-income working 
families:
n Improve parents’ flexibility to balance 
work and family care needs by providing 
families a minimum number of paid sick 
days that employed parents can use to care 
for their own or dependent family mem-
bers’ illness or emergency care needs. A 
few state and local governments have imple-
mented policies mandating that employers 
provide a minimum number of paid days 
for illness, and to care for children or other 
dependent family members. Federal legisla-
tion has also been introduced in Congress, 
but it has failed to advance very far (Boushey 
2011; Lovell 2004).
n Establish employee-financed paid family 
leave programs to ensure that parents have 
some financial and employment security to 
address family needs. A few states, including 
California, new Jersey, and Washington, have 
established paid family leave programs to help 
parents manage their caregiving needs, par-
ticularly those arising from childbirth, in early 
infancy, and for care of children with acute or 
long-term health conditions (Appelbaum and 
Milkman 2011; Fass 2009).
n Implement demonstration efforts in the 
United States to measure the potential 
impacts of instituting right-to-request 
policies. The United kingdom established 
the right of workers to request flexible work-
ing arrangements in the Employment Act of 
2002. This act makes it possible for working 
parents with children under the age of 6 (or 
under the age of 18 if the child is disabled) to 
request flexible work arrangements from their 
employers. Employers are required to consider 
and either accommodate workers’ requests or 
document reasons for denying them. Early 
results have shown that most employees’ flex-
ibility requests have been granted (Boots et al. 
2008; Hegewisch and gornick 2008).
Taken together, these efforts can help parents bet-
ter balance work and child care responsibilities, 
thus supporting their job retention and advance-
ment as well as child and family well-being.
that meets families’ needs and preferences, and 
that also is consistent with the employment 
constraints faced by low-wage working parents. 
Further, these efforts need to be targeted where 
the supply and integration of services is most lim-
ited. This will require significantly new and larger 
investments in Head Start, Early Head Start, 
child care subsidies, and state prekindergarten 
funding as well as greater and fuller integration 
of these resources to support more seamless and 
stable early learning programs for children.
A great many parents with young children, 
like the ones in this study, need much more 
support and resources to meet the dual needs of 
economically supporting their children through 
work and nurturing, developing, and educating 
their children. Because of complex and inflex-
ible work contexts and constraints parents were 
required them to make care decisions that were 
primarily based on accommodating these con-
straints, and within a context of limited available 
or affordable options. One reason employment so 
deeply constricts care decisions is the very limited 
support for children’s early care and education 
in the United States, especially in low-income 
communities. If developmentally appropriate 
early care and education was universally pro-
vided for all children in the United States as a 
core building block for children’s development 
with opportunities that were also consistent 
with parental employment, then the adverse and 
mutually harmful relationship between work and 
child care could be much less concerning. Parents 
could make early care decisions and construct 
early learning pathways for children that are more 
independent of some constraining and unstable 
employment contexts.
Moving toward more universal early care 
and education opportunities and targeting young 
children in low-income communities could help 
reduce working parents’ stress about finding a pri-
mary care provider. However, given the findings 
presented here about the challenges of finding care 
compatible with nonstandard hours and inflexible 
work situations, it is also critical important to 
improve the fit between parents’ work contexts 
and child care.
Give greater attention to the work-care 
fit of low-income families with nonstandard 
and shifting work schedules. Most formal care 
options do not meet the scheduling needs of 
low-income families with nonstandard hours. 
Any significant investments in Head Start, Early 
Head Start, and child care subsidies must incor-
porate extended hours to meet the actual needs 
of many working families. Public funding could 
encourage center-based care providers to extend 
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Employment and Children’s Development. new Safety net 
Paper 3. Washington, DC: The Urban Institute.
Boushey, Heather. 2011. “The Role of the government in 
Work-Family Conflict.” The Future of Children 21(2).
Fass, Sarah. 2009. Paid Leave in the States: A Critical Support 
for Low-Wage Workers and Their Families. new York: 
national Center for Children in Poverty.
Hegewisch, Ariane, and Janet C. gornick. 2008. Statutory 
Routes to Workplace Flexibility in Cross-national Perspective. 
Washington, DC: Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
Lovell, vicky. 2004. No Time to Be Sick: Who Suffers When 
Workers Don’t Have Sick Leave. Washington, DC: 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
Sandstrom, Heather, Lindsay giesen, and Ajay Chaudry. 
2012. “How Contextual Constraints Affect Low-Income 
Working Parents’ Child Care Choices.” Perspectives on 
Low-Income Families Brief 22. Washington, DC: The 
Urban Institute.
For more information, see the full research 
report, “Child Care Choices of Low-Income 
Working Families,” at http://www.urban.org/url.
cfm?ID=412343.
Note
1. See Sandstrom, giesen, and Chaudry (2012) for a discus-
sion of how child care supply, cost, and information limit 
care choices.
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